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As a modernist experimentalist, William Faulkner enjoys a high reputation 
in American literature for his talents in story telling. His works often deal with 
limited regions and characters but with infinite social and cultural meanings, 
and the novel, As I Lay Dying, is one of his masterpieces. From this novel, 
readers can feel agony, secret longs, fears and alienation of the Bundrens in the 
modern world. This novel not only reveals the dark side of human nature but 
also shows an upright idea that “human can not only endure but he can win the 
victory” (qtd. in Vickery 266). 
To reveal the theme of this novel, Faulkner explored for new narrative 
techniques, for he was unsatisfied with the traditional ones. At the time when 
the modernist movement was at its peak, Faulkner was no doubt influenced by 
various kinds of modernist theories and ideas. In his writing of As I Lay Dying, 
this borrowing is so great that it is not hard to find out traces of modernist 
thinkers and novelists. In this novel, Faulkner adopted modernist techniques 
such as multiple points of view and stream of consciousness. Moreover, he 
extended some old concepts, symbolism for instance, into a new sense and thus 
created his own style. When comprehending the implied meaning in As I Lay 
Dying, we should take the study of this unique style as an important implicature 
of textual and nontextual information and an access to Faulkner’s artistic ideas 
and beliefs. Only by means of exploring the problems concerning about the 
modernist narrative of his work, can we come to the essence of his work.           
This thesis is a detailed study of Faulkner’s distinct narrative strategies in 
As I Lay Dying, including an analysis of how he wove these elements into a 
coherent unit. Introduction of this thesis explains the intention of this study with 
a brief introduction of As I Lay Dying, its themes, William Faulkner and 
modernism. Chapter One is the analysis of the alternated narrative voices with 
multiple levels. The narrators are divided into three categories: the central 
narrator, narrator of the inner circle and narrator of the outside circle. The 















one aspect of human nature. They are either conflicting or complementary. A 
dialogical relation of all the narrators is formed in the spider-web-like narrative 
structure. The arrangement of this narrative form not only pushes the plot but 
also provides us different points of view on the story. None of the narrators is 
reliable in narrating the story. However, it provides the reader with various 
perspectives toward the story. Thus the reader has to search for the truth himself 
in the fragmented and distorted narrative. Chapter Two analyzes the 
representation of the stream-of-consciousness technique in As I Lay Dying. The 
novel emphasizes on showing what is happening rather than mere telling. To 
achieve this goal, Faulkner shifts the attention from the linear plot to the inner 
reality. The best illustration lies in psychological states in the Bundrens, the 
temporal relation and the fragmentation of narrative language. Faulkner’s 
exploration on the consciousness is realized in the creation of the family 
members, for each of them is a representative of one level of the mind. And he 
picks up Bergson’s philosophy on duration to experiment on the new concept of 
time including displacement of time (prospect and retrospect). Another 
prominent characteristic of using stream-of-consciousness technique in this 
novel is the flow of language which acts as the rhetorical devices to represent 
the natural states of the mind. Chapter Three explores the symbolic implications 
in As I Lay Dying. It is an exploration of connotations in different kinds of 
symbols such as characters, animals, landscape, and discourse and structure. 
Through the analysis, we come to the conclusion part, a summary of Faulkner’s 
achievements in narrating the story and revealing the human conditions which 
are the sources of his innovations in narrative techniques. This part also 
explores some unfavorable opinions on the novel to defend its artistic creativity.  
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The 1920s and 1930s saw a flowering period in the history of American literature 
represented by Sinclair Lewis, Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, John Dos Passos, T. S. 
Eliot, Ezra Pound, Eugene O’neill and William Faulkner. Some of them lived abroad, 
observing and describing America in the remote countries, but Faulkner remained for most of 
his life in his native place, a small town in Mississippi in the south. Deep-rooted in the “little 
postage stamp of native soil” (quoted in Vickery 466) Faulkner used his southern experience 
as the material for the creation of his fictional Yoknapatawpha County. He wrote a series of 
stories and each of them is about this mysterious Yoknapatawpha County and its inhabitants. 
In his novels, we see combination of fiction and reality, invention and report, illusion and fact. 
Being ever-lasting experimenters on narrative skills and a humanist exploring the depth of 
decadence of the south, Faulkner was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1950.  
As an important writer in American literature, Faulkner always attracts much attention 
from the critics. He is called “the most original and the most assimilative writer of his day” 
(Norton 41). Many critics and writers have recognized Faulkner’s aesthetic creativity and 
praise the vivid characters, elusive tone, and complex narrative techniques in his works. When 
The Portable Faulkner came into being, Faulkner received high praises that he was called 
“master” of the form in his ability “to unite concrete historical detail with lyricism” (qtd. in 
Inge 234). Dos Passos praised Faulkner’s outstanding creation of real characters based on the 
truth of experience that “Just as Homes made his goddesses and heroes real because he built 
them out of traits he knew in men and women” (Dos Passos 257-77). Flannery O’Connor 
once noted Faulkner’s genuine talent that, “the presence alone of Faulkner in our midst makes 
a great difference in what the writer can and cannot permit himself to do. Nobody wants his 
mule and wagon stalled on the same track the Dixie Limited is roaring down” (O’Connor 45). 
Davidson called himself an admirer of Faulkner’s genius and he proclaimed Faulkner “the 
equal of any except three or four American novelists who stand at the very top” (quoted in 
Inge 12). Astonished by the complexity of Faulkner’s style, Conrad Aiken placed him in the 
company of Henry James and Balzac as a brilliant stylist: “what immoderately delights 
him…and what sets him above all his American contemporaries, is his continuous 















with it which would clearly have commanded the interest and respect of Henry James 
himself” (Aiken 201). Sherwood Anderson, the man who led Faulkner into literature once 
wrote in an essay “the two most notable young writers who have come on in America since 
the war, it seems to me, are William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway” (Anderson 129). Even 
Hemingway agreed that Faulkner was “the greatest living American writer” (Hemingway 44).  
Faulkner is generally connected with modernism. According to A. C. Ward, modernism 
“is a complex and diverse movement in the arts that provided the greatest creative renaissance 
of the twentieth century. It is characterized by such facets as surrealism, cubism, 
expressionism, futurism and above all, symbolism and developed at different points on the 
map of Europe from about 1890, most intently before 1910” (Ward 363). As for the general 
characteristics of modernism, Woods gives a detailed summary as follows:  
1. A commitment to finding new forms to explore how we see the world rather 
than what we see in it. 
2. A new faith in quasi-scientific modes of conceptualization and organization, 
for instance using basic geometric shapes like cubes and cylinders in the tower 
blocks of modernist architecture, as the expression of a rationalist, progressive 
society. 
3. An ideologically inspired use of fragmented forms, like collage structures in 
art, and deliberately discontinuous narratives in literature to suggest the 
fragmentation and break-up of formerly accepted systems of thought and 
belief. 
4. Aesthetic self-reflexivity, in which artifacts explore their own constitution, 
construction and shape. A clear demarcation between popular and elite forms 
of culture (e.g. intellectual distinctions made between atonal electronic music 
like Karlheinz. Stockhausen’s and modern jazz, or between modern jazz and 
rock, or between rock and pop, etc.). 
5. A gradual growth of interest in non-western forms of culture, albeit as a way to 
reinvigorate tired traditional aesthetics.  
(Woods 7-8) 
Nevertheless, whatever particular characteristics modernism has, its key ideological feature is 
“alienation and dehumanization” (Hutcheon 25), and its key formal feature is fragmentation.  
I choose this project for my thesis because Faulkner’s works are imbued with modernist 















deepen our research on this important writer. With this purpose, this thesis will focus on the 
discussion of Faulkner’s modernist narrative explored in this novel.  
In the writing of As I Lay Dying, Faulkner worked night at a power station “ in six weeks 
without changing a word” (qtd. in Blotner 587). Later he claimed it was a “tour de force” (qtd. 
in Blotner 587). Though his hyperbolic claims about the novel are not entirely true, As I Lay 
Dying is nevertheless a masterfully written successor to The Sound and the Fury. Compared 
with The Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying also focuses on a family, but this time, about a 
family of lower-class farm laborers, the Bundrens from southern Yoknapatawpha County  
rather than an aristocratic family.  
The plot of this novel is very simple. Addie, the mother of the Bundrens’ family has died. 
To respect her will the family transport her to be buried in her hometown Jefferson. The 
journey to Jefferson is fraught with perils of fire and flood as well as the family members’ 
inner feelings of grief and loss. When the journey is complete, individuals in the Bundrens 
receive their own fates. The eldest son Cash’s breaks his leg for life. Addie’s illegitimate son 
Jewel’s beloved horse is traded for a new mule team. Another son, Darl, is arrested for arson 
and sent to an asylum. Daughter Dewey Dell offers herself to the druggist in return for an 
abortion but fails to get what she needs. The youngest child Vardaman equates his mother’s 
state with a large fish he has caught and he bores breathing-holes in Addie’s coffin. Anse, the 
husband, takes advantage of the obligation to acquire false teeth and a new wife.  
Simple as the plot is, the narrative structure is complicated. In this novel, fifteen characters 
are manipulated by the God-like hand of the author to give monologues scattered in fifty-nine 
sections in fragments. Only by piecing together all of the fragments can readers know the 
development of the events, which have happened within the ten days. From their internal 
monologues, readers feel their agony, secret longs, fears, and alienation. What is more, The 
Bundrens are created to stand for the human condition in the modern world and their inner 
worlds. This novel not only reveals the dark side of human nature but also shows an upright 
idea that “human can not only endure but he can win the victory” (qtd. in Vickery 266). 
Faulkner writes for the purpose of recreation of human spirit and also recognizes that the 
meaning of his works lies “in the agony and sweat of the human spirit, not for glory and least 
of all for profit, but to create out of the human spirit something which did not exist before” 
(qtd. in Blotner 680). Faulkner believes that man’s hope lay in his perpetual search for 
meaning, a search perhaps without final answers. If we are instructed in this search, we must 















writer’s duty is to “help man endure by lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and 
honor and hope and pride and compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the glory of 
his past” (qtd. in Blotner 678). In As I Lay Dying, human spirit is represented by the spiritual 
states of the Bundrens who are but one set of the examples in human spiritual world. Through 
them, Faulkner realizes his aim of making people see through their deep inners.  
Guided by these thoughts, Faulkner adopts some modernist narrative techniques in his 
writing. He advocates showing how seeing takes place, so he abandons omniscient 
third-person narrators, fixed narrative points of view, and clear-cut moral positions. He favors 
the use of fragmented and discontinuous narratives, and random-seeming collages of different 
materials. Although all these complex and difficult new forms and styles in his works usually 
disturb readers, they can reestablish a coherence of meaning from fragmentary forms finally. 
Therefore, the emphasis of this thesis is on the exploration of three dominated features of 
Faulkner’s modernist narrative techniques in this novel, that is, multiple-leveled voices, 
stream-of-consciousness technique and symbolism. In Chapter One of this thesis, the 
alternated narrative voices with multiple levels are analyzed. The narrators are divided into 
three categories: the central narrator, the family narrators and the outsider narrators. The 
structure of As I Lay Dying is powerful and innovative. Fifteen narrators alternate, delivering 
interior monologues with varying degrees of coherence and emotional intensity. Through the 
multiple-leveled voices in the novel, we get different ways of looking at the same events and 
so we are given an insight into the depth of the inner worlds of the whole Bundrens. Bakhtin 
called this dialogical form, as there are several different voices or points of view interacting 
on more or less equal terms. The relationship of narrators lies in the process of interpreting 
one in another one.  
Chapter Two analyzes the technique of stream-of-consciousness used in As I Lay Dying. 
It seems that the author believes that there is a kind of reality–inner world, which is beyond 
human’s vision. So he chooses this technique to represent the mysterious world and provides 
readers a microcosmic analysis about the characters’ psychological status. The philosophical 
and theoretical basis for Faulkner’s using of this technique will also be discussed. The 
characters are the embodiments of the psychological reality. The relation between time and 
space lies in Henri Bergson’s theory of dureé. And the narrative language is also an 
illustration of it. 
Chapter Three, a detailed analysis of symbolism is given in four aspects: biblical 















designs the characters as living symbols of “suffering”, which reflects the Christian belief of 
the author. The characters thus become the religious prototypes. Faulkner also relies on 
animals, tools, natural things as symbols and he incorporates them into the action of the novel. 
The mysterious facet of them becomes the most significant metaphor of the Bundrens. The 
text in the novel contains a hyper-text discourse meaning, which shows the author’s 
underlying consideration about human history and a care for human destiny. 
Conclusion is a summary of Faulkner’s aesthetic creativity and an argument on 
Faulkner’s optimistic opinion on human. Although he wrote from a narrower perspective, he 
achieved a wide and profound reputation for his unique narrative strategies to tell accounts of 














Chapter One   Multiple-voiced Narrative 
Chapter One   Multiple-voiced Narrative 
Each work of art in the universe is unique and incommensurable, and it is especially so 
with modernism. Fredric Jameson once pointed out,  
Modernism was predicated on the achievement of some unique personal style 
that could be parlayed out to the subject of genius, the charismatic subject, or the 
supersubject, if you like. (Jameson 1988: 21) 
In reading Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, readers are often astonished by his unique narrative 
style, which is entirely different from the traditional one and has set up a milestone as artistic 
narrative in American and world literature.  
In this novel, monologues of each of the fifteen characters are unique personal 
interpretations and reactions to the death of Addie. Based on their positions and functions in 
the narrative structure, the narrators can be classified into three kinds: outsiders, family 
members and Addie. Through the alternation of their viewpoints, the novel is “woven into a 
spider web, or a crystal pattern in the kaleidoscope” (Hong 19). Faulkner uses each character 
as a narrator, each confined to only their point of view, how each character adds their own 
coloring and interpretation to the event of Addie dying and the journey to bury her. This puts 
the story into a variety of interpretations, which “increases the complexity, and richness of our 
experience” (Powers 50). 
The Axis: Addie 
Section of Addie’s monologues is without question the center of the novel’s linear frame 
and the key to its thematic unfolding. Once a schoolteacher, she marries Anse for more than 
thirty years and gives birth to four children by him: Cash, Darl, Dewey Dell, and Vardaman. 
She also has an affair with Whitfield, in which her third child, Jewel, was conceived. Shortly 
thereafter, she makes Anse promise to bury her in Jefferson, her hometown, after she dies. 
Eventually she is buried in Jefferson after a long and arduous journey. In the novel, the 
journey constitutes the primary plot line and the transport of her body is the main event of the 
novel. Although her narration contains only a small section in the fifty-nine chapters of the 
book, her part plays a very important role. The author arranges Addie’s monologue in the 
middle of the whole novel and in the midst of the Bundrens’ journey. Just before this section 














Chapter One   Multiple-voiced Narrative 
redemption, children, and pride; just after is Whitfield’s out-of-order rejoicing that he need 
not confess his part in Jewel. Apart from this monologue, the conduct of the still-living 
Bundrens and the nature of their bond in Addie are both incomprehensible. She is both the 
physical and the symbolic core of the family. And it is not exaggerated to say she is a spiritual 
center of all the narrators.  
Actually, the centrality of Addie’s narration mainly shows in two aspects: one is the 
centripetal force, the other is the centrifugal one. The centripetal force is achieved in the unity 
she embodies which holds the family unity as Anne Bradford has pointed out that  
 
substantially, all of these polarities are subdivisions of Addie’s informing principle: a 
knowledge that there is other and self, death-in-life and life-in-death, word and deed, 
lie and truth—and a knowledge that all these pairs are set apart by a great gulf, even 
where both halves of them seem to be coessential. (Bradford 1098) 
 
In fact the action of the book occurs within her. Most of the early actions are limited to 
Addie’s room and to the porch. Addie records quite literally what she can see and hear from 
her bed. It is said that “people beside her deathbed feel that her eyes are listening, talking, or 
even shoving with actual force” (46). Everything that happens not only in the room but also 
outside of the window and on the porch lies within the range of Addie’s eyes or ears. It is 
because that Addie has the ability to enter the consciousness of others. For instance, she reads 
the minds of husband and children that “She looks at pa; all her failing life appears to drain 
into her eyes, urgent, irremediable” (148). She can hear the conversation on the porch through 
the open door since those outside can hear what is going on in the house. Almost all of the 
events that fall outside of her physical range are logically mental extensions of her actual 
observations:  
 
In any case, Addie enters those states of consciousness that meet her prescriptions 
for truthtelling and information giving. And it is such states which most directly and 
powerfully render her person and presence to the novel’s readers (Bradford 1096).  
 
At the moment of Addie’s death her family members behave quite differently. In some 
sense the death of Addie builds an unusual condition to test the characters and reveal the 














Chapter One   Multiple-voiced Narrative 
family psychologically. Every member of the family displays toward Addie a latent hostility 
that seems caused by a sense of betrayal. Darl is the most severe sufferer. Addie completely 
shuts him out from her affections. He suffers from complete alienation and isolation into a 
“world of consciousness exclusively” (Vickery 58). Darl completely loses contact with 
external reality and his extreme sensitivity and ability to penetrate the minds of others are the 
result of the rejection of his mother. To the contrary, there is a strong attachment between 
Addie and Jewel. Jewel is the center of Addie’s life and there is strong feeling between them. 
Jewel loves his mother too, but he has often shown it by tantrums, sulking spells, and 
“devilment to devil her” (15). It is a destructive love, one in which Jewel has adopted his role 
as projection of Addie to express her rage against others. So he is said to be “as the polar 
opposite of Darl”, Jewel, who has had affection and recognition, knows who he is and 
consequently is free to live—“to love as well as hate” (Alldredge 13). Dewey Dell is not so 
lucky as Jewel for she has never had Addie’s love although she is Addie’s only daughter. In 
Addie’s soliloquy she mentions either Dewey Dell or Vardaman. And there is little evidence 
as to any relationship with either of them. So in Dewey Dell’s part there is lack of response to 
her mother’s death but obsessed with her own pregnancy. Vardaman is been despised too. He 
is profoundly disturbed because he can either understand or accept the fact of death. 
Vardaman is the last person Addie looks at and the shock shatters the boy. Many sections of 
his revealed consciousness are the cries of the small child for help  
 
It was not my mother. She went away when the other one laid down in her bed and 
drew the quilt up. She went away. ‘Did she go as far as to town?’… ‘Did all those 
rabbits and possums go further than town?’ God made the rabbits and possums. He 
made the train. Why must He make a different place for them to go if she is just like 
the rabbit. (63) 
 
Addie is thus shown as the root of the psychological problems in her children. The irony in 
her is that on one hand she is in the complex mental sleight-of-hand of filtering the narration 
through the consciousness of others; on the other hand, her life philosophy is handed on and 
transferred to the family members. For Addie the reason for living is to get ready to stay dead 
a long time that “My father said that the reason for living is getting ready to stay dead. I knew 
at last what he meant…” (139). So long as we can see, each of the Bundrens addresses 














Chapter One   Multiple-voiced Narrative 
The narrations made by the other narrators that “they prove what she has always believed 
concerns the trauma of living”(Bradford 1095). So Addie’s narration continues after her 
physical death and in other characters’ narrations we can see “Addie” again.  
The opposite side of Addie’s centrality is the centrifugal force. She is not the traditional 
heroine who acts according to the conventions of her community but a tragic character who is 
always in the struggle of passion and desire. In any perspective, she is perceived with some 
characteristic of otherness. Her voice is designed to be the other voice.  
Firstly, her personality determines her incapability in achieving an intimate mutual relationship 
with others. She holds both the desire for connection and for separation. The two characteristics 
coexist in an ever-lasting paradox state. She is not only the most heroic character and the most 
intelligent one but also a self-centered, cruel and manipulative woman with sense of self-enclosed, 
self-destructive narcissism. Lack of the sense of security, she chooses Anse as her husband just 
because he is also an orphan. Soon after their marriage she finds that she has made a wrong decision. 
So her last will of taking her back to Jefferson is often interpreted as a revenge on Anse, the man she 
hates. The love affair between her and Whitfield doesn’t save her from loneness and nihility. 
Marriage to her is an ordeal. She resents the secret and selfish strange thoughts of each person in her 
world. Hungering for completion and confirmation, she must touch others to be herself. So she takes 
the chance to whip her pupils so she can feel “it was my blood that ran” and she becomes “something 
in your secret and selfish life, who have marked your blood with my own for ever and ever” (134). 
She manipulates husband and children as objects to justify her own sanctity and she can accept no 
one as an autonomous identity rather than an object of her needs. The children to be born in sin are 
mostly out of revenge or as compensation for the sin. According to Cora’s analysis, Addie is a lonely 
woman with too much pride and vanity, so obsessed with violations of herself and her privacy that 
she is cruel to her family in order to avoid the dangers of affection. Sally R. Page calls Addie “an 
idealist whose desire for the achievement of an inner vision of perfect union and fulfillment within 
human reality drives her ultimately to a rejection of reality, of humanity, and of life itself” (Page, 
112).  
Secondly, throughout the whole novel Addie holds the view on language as a distortion 
woefully inadequate to experience. But the world around her is filled with empty verbalism 
and inadequate of words. Thus Addie diffuses her own character through lack of voice. She 
hates Anse because Anse the chatterbox stands for the word “I had been used to words for a 
long time. I knew that that word was like the others: just a shape to fill a lack; that when the 
right time came, you wouldn’t need a word for that any more for pride or fear” (136). When 
Addie is pregnant with Darl, she decides to take revenge because “she knows that Anse who 
lives by words will remain consistent with his ways. The irony is that those ways have been 














Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
